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     One Wednesday not too long ago, as the final exercise in a 
module we'd been working on, I assigned group presentations to a 
class of solidly intermediate speakers of English at a 
university in Tokyo. The students had done group presentations 
before and understood what was expected of them, and I 
circulated from group to group answering questions and assuring 
myself that the assignment was indeed completely understood. 
Noticing we were running  out of time, I somewhat hurriedly 
scheduled the order and date of each group's ten-minute oral 
presentation. 
      "Your group's presentation is next Monday," I told the 
first group. 
      "Your group's presentation is next Tuesday," I told the 
second group, and so on until all five groups had been assigned 
a day of the upcoming week on which they would make their 
presentation. 
      The next day, Thursday, I was rather surprised when the 
leader of one of the groups, one of my brightest students, 
approached me and asked for more time for her group to prepare 
for their presentation. 
      "I can't let you have more time to prepare or all of the 
groups will want more time. It wouldn't be fair." 
       "But we have only had one day to prepare," she protested. 
"All of the other groups have more time to prepare than we do." 
      "What?" I fumbled , rapidly paging through my notes and 
wondering if I'd made a mistake. But no, there it was: her 
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group was scheduled to deliver their presentation the next 
Thursday. 
      "You're not supposed to make your report until ne xt 
Thursday," I said, attempting to reassure her . 
      "Today is 'next  Thursday
,'" she wailed, shaking her head at 
me as if I were dense. 
      I just gawked at her for a moment, taken aback by her 
outburst. Then I understood. Her group took their assignment 
date of "next Thursday" to mean literally the next time a 
Thursday occurred, which was, of course, that day . 
       "No , no, today is 'tomorrow' and 'next Thursday' is a week 
from today," I said with a grin, satisfied that I had made 
everything perfectly clear. 
      As if I had spoken in tongues, her mouth fell open and her 
eyes went blank briefly before welling with tears , though 
whether from relief or frustration is still open to debate . 
      This article is a direct result of that experience . 
Illogical conventions 
      When native speakers talk about time, be it in English , 
Japanese, or Spanish, whether we realize it or not we are 
adhering to conventions that are somewhat illogical . I suspect 
that these time-related eccentricities are a result of the 
evolution of language: patterns of usage involving what may be 
thought of as linguistic shortcuts that over time have come to 
defy the logic of the language itself (McCrum, 1987, pp .  13-14). 
Be that as it may, these patterns exist and frequently it is not 
until we are confronted with them in the classroom that we feel 
the need to identify, consider, and teach an understanding of 
these irregularities. What follows is an explanation of five 
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troublesome patterns of expression and a worksheet detailing the 
language of time referents, complete with practice exercises. 
      Imagine today is Wednesday, November 15, 1995. Then 
imagine yourself to be a student of English, one relatively 
secure with the definitions of "last" as meaning "most recent, 
next before present"(Costello, 1992, p. 764) and "next" as 
meaning "immediately following in time, order, importance, 
 etc."(Costello, p. 912). Unfortunately, common usage of time 
referents defies these definitions. 
     As my student discovered, the days indicated by "next", and 
by extension "last," do not always conform to their literal 
meanings. That is, the days referred to by "next" or "last" 
have entirely different meanings if they conflict with the 
prevailing "day before yesterday," "yesterday," "today," 
"tomorrow ," and "day after tomorrow" pattern of usage. This 
five-day convention supersedes the logic of "next" and "last" to 
the point where both lexical definition and calendar format 
fail. 
       If today were Wednesday, November 15, we would say neither 
that "yesterday" (11/14) was "last Tuesday" nor that "the day 
before yesterday" (11/13) was "last Monday," though both are 
literally accurate and reflect what is observed on a calendar. 
Rather, convention dictates that we use "yesterday" and "the day 
before yesterday" for the most recent Tuesday and Monday and 
reserve the use of "last Tuesday" and "last Monday" to refer to 
the Tuesday (11/7) and the Monday (11/6) of the preceding week. 
Similarly, we would not refer to "tomorrow" (11/16) as "next 
Thursday" or "the day after tomorrow" (11/17) as "next Friday"; 
"next Thursday" and "next Friday" refer to the Thursday and 
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Friday of the succeeding week, that is 11/23 and 11/24, 
respectively. 
      Despite the fact that these very same linguistic patterns 
exist in their native language, students of English must be 
given to understand that they should prefer the use of "the day 
before yesterday," "yesterday," "today," "tomorrow," and "the 
day after tomorrow" if for no other reason than to avoid 
potential confusion. Furthermore, by employing this five-day 
pattern of usage, they incidentally extend their casual, or 
informal, vocabulary of time referents by a week, thereby 
avoiding premature use of "story problem" constructions like "a 
week ago last Tuesday" (see  below). 
      Where the dictionary inadvertently lends a certain amount 
of confusion to the use of "next" and "last," it works in 
seemingly deliberate collusion with the standard calendar to 
undermine an accessible understanding of the ideas of "week," 
"workweek ," and "weekend." By the way, a "week" is defined as 
"a period of seven successive days
,  usually  understood as 
beginning with Sunday and ending with Saturday" (Costello, p . 
1510), one is led to believe that Sunday and Saturday form 
parenthesis around the "workweek (the working portion of the 
 week). The standard calendar also reflects this arrangement of 
days; however, the dictionary then contradicts itself and the 
calendar by defining the "weekend" as "the end of the week , 
especially the period of time between Friday evening and Monday 
morning" (Costello, p.  1510), which makes the weekend appear to 
be sandwiched between workweeks, not the other way around . 
      Probably because work, school and relaxation dictate so 
much of our lives, Americans and Europeans tend to think of the 
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week as starting on Monday, the day we start "the workweek," and 
ending on Sunday, the traditional Christian day of rest, which 
with Saturday comprise what is known as "the  weekend"--despite 
what the calendar and the dictionary say. This common, if not 
incorrect notion defines "last week" as the complete preceding 
Monday through Sunday period, "this week" as the Monday through 
Sunday period currently being experienced, and "next week" as 
the upcoming Monday though Sunday period. Overlay this weekly 
conundrum with the strange, daily shifting use of "next" or 
"last" and the way it is superseded by the five-day pattern , and 
it is easy to understand how confusion may result from the 
differences in lexical and common usage: although "last Sunday" 
refers to the same date in either case, "Sunday of last week" 
refers to 11/5 and 11/12 respectively. 
      As the result of another common misconception, even in 
native speakers, an effort must be made to impress upon students 
the fact that a month does not equal four weeks. Only one 
month, February, contains exactly four weeks, and even that is 
not always the case, yet we persist in thinking in these terms. 
Students frequently think that "a month ago today" is the same 
as "four weeks ago today"; that is, they confuse Wednesday, 
October 18 ("four weeks ago today") with Sunday, October 15 ("a 
month ago today") because they are separated by four weeks on 
the calendar. 
      Sometimes an understanding of a time referent is 
compromised by the grammar of the language itself. An 
understanding of the meaning of the words is not enough: the 
context in which the words are used and the verb tense employed 
are frequently the most vital clues to understanding. Although
there are key words that, when they appear in stock time 
phrases, always indicate something happened in the past, such as 
"ago
," "last," and  "earlier," or the future, such as "from," 
"next
," and "later" (see below), there is also the case of 
 "this ." 
       "This" means "near in time" (East wood, 1993, p.162), but it 
has a nasty habit of being rather vague about the proximity to 
which it refers. A phrase beginning with "this" can refer to 
the past, present, or future and is both context and verb tense 
dependent for comprehension. Unlike the sentences, "Last night 
I watched TV," and "Tonight I will watch TV ," both of which have 
key-word and verb-tense clues as to when they happened or will 
happen, the sentence, "This afternoon I watched TV ," relies 
primarily on the verb tense and secondarily on the time at which 
the speaker made the statement for comprehension; remove the 
context in which the speaker made such a statement, and the  only 
indication that "This afternoon I watched TV" happened in the 
past is the verb tense. 
      Another potentially maddening aspect of the use of "this" 
is the way its usage has come to mean "last" or "next ." "This 
Sunday I went to a movie," and "This Sunday I am going to a 
movie," depend solely on the verb tense , and the listener's 
patience, for comprehension. In these instances the listener is 
actually forced to translate "this" into "last" and "next" as 
needed to make sense of the sentence. These uses of "this" are 
particularly troublesome for lower-level students and can only 
be overcome through practice (see  worksheet). 
      However, the most erratic and frustrating constructions are 
those that refer to an exact date in an elliptical, if not 
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downright devious, manner.  "Two months from a week ago the day 
before yesterday" may be perfectly acceptable grammatically and 
comprehensible to a native speaker, but it becomes something of 
a puzzle for the student for whom English is a Second Language. 
Curiously, if treated like a "story problem" in math, such 
constructions are relatively easy to teach, perhaps simply 
because the constructions are so absurd that they hold a kind of 
fascination for students, key words colliding head-on like 
automobiles. 
      The way to understand constructions such as "two months 
from a week ago the day before yesterday" is to break it into 
components and then work backwards, right to left. We do this 
all the time when we count the number of places in a large 
number before saying it aloud. An initial diagram helps 
students get the idea, but after doing it once, I usually 
encourage them to make their own. If today were November 15, 
1995: 
      (two months from) (a week ago) (the day before yesterday) 
  <- <-  <-
      = (two months +) November 6 = (one week -) (November 13) 
                         January 6, 1995. 
A good  cloze exercise to help insure an understanding of these 
types of constructions is simply to have students make up their 
own, which they then gleefully unleash upon their fellow 
students. 
      These are by no means the only problematic time referents 
in the English language, merely ones I have experienced success 
overcoming in the EFL classroom. To help clarify some of these 
unusual aspects of talking about time for your students, the 
following calendar, list of time-related phrases with 
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explanations, and worksheet may be of some help . As you will 
see, I have taken the liberty of rearranging the traditional 
calendar format so that the week begins on Monday and ends on 
Sunday, which reflects the cultural perceptions explored briefly 
above, rather than beginning on Sunday and ending on Saturday as 
both dictionary and calendar dictate. 
Calendar: Talking About  Time 
For the purposes of understanding, we shall use three months: 
October, November and December, 1995. 
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Time Related Phrases: Talking About the Past 
Yesterday was Tuesday, 11/14 (not last  Tuesday). 
The day before yesterday was Monday, 11/13 (2 days ago; not last 
 Monday). 
Last Sunday was 11/12 (3 days  ago). 
Last Saturday was 11/11 (4 days  ago). 
Last Friday was 11/10 (a week ago the day after tomorrow; 5 days 
 ago). 
Last Thursday was 11/9 (a week ago tomorrow; 6 days  ago). 
Last Wednesday was 11/8 (a week ago today; 7 days  ago). 
Last Tuesday was 11/7 (a week ago yesterday; 8 days  ago). 
Last Monday was 11/6 (a week ago the day before yesterday; 9 
days  ago). 
A week ago last Sunday was 11/5 (10 days  ago). 
Last week was November 6- 12. 
Last month was October (the entire  month). 
A month ago today was October 15 (not 4 weeks  ago). 
Four weeks ago today was October 18 (not a month  ago). 
Last year was 1994. 
A year ago today was November 15, 1994. 
Time Related Phrases: Talking About the Future 
Tomorrow is Thursday, 11/16 ( not next  Thursday). 
The day after tomorrow is Friday, 11/17 (not next Friday; 2 days 
from  today). 
Next Saturday will be 11/18 (3 days from  today). 
Next Sunday will be 11/19 (4 days from  today). 
Next Monday will be 11/20 (a week from the day before yesterday; 
5 days from today). 
Next Tuesday will be 11/21 (a week from yesterday; 6 days from 
 today). 
Next Wednesday will be 11/22 (a week from today; 7 days from 
 today). 
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Next Thursday will be 11/23 (a week from tomorrow; 8 days from 
 today). 
Next Friday will be 11/24 (a week from the day after tomorrow; 9 
days from  today). 
Next Saturday will be 11/25 (10 days from  today) . 
Next week will be November 20-26. 
Next month will be December (all of  it) . 
A month from today will be December 16 (not 4 weeks from  today) . 
Four weeks from today will be December 13 (not a month from 
 today). 
Next year will be 1996. 
A year from today will be November 16, 1996 . 
Worksheet: Practice A: Please answer the following questions 
based on the worksheet. Remember, today is Wednesday , November 
15, 1995. 
1. What is the date two weeks from today? 
2. What was the date last Thursday? 
3. What is another way to say 'next  Thursday'? 
4. What is the date three weeks from the day after tomorrow? 
5. What was the date three weeks ago the day before yesterday? 
6. What's the date a month from yesterday? 
7. What's the date a week from next Tuesday? 
8. What's the date next Friday? 
9. What's the date a week ago last Saturday? 
10. What's the date four years and two months from two weeks 
     ago today? 
Worksheet: Practice B: Please read the following  sentences 
and decide whether they refer to times in the past , present, or f
uture. 
1. This morning I had cereal for breakfast . 
2. You are the third person to ask me that question this 
       afternoon. 
3. Later this morning I will drive to Mitaka . 
4. I am speaking with him on the telephone right now . 
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5. The meeting was this afternoon.
Worksheet: Practice C: Please fill in the blanks in the 
following sentences with the correct tense of the verb provided 
in parenthesis(). Imagine you are eating lunch with your 
friend.
1. This morning before class I (go) to the dentist.
2. This morning I 
school.
(see) my cousin on the way to
3. This afternoon 
tonight.
I (buy) some new shoes to wear
4. This evening we 
Kichijoji.
(eat) at that new restaurant in
5. This evening after 
at "the Hub."
dinner we (meet)  OUT friends
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